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摘要 
    教育在促进国民经济的繁荣与发展中具有至关重要的作用。如果一个国家缺乏适
合国情的初级和中级教育体系，则将会丧失经济发展的驱动力。同样，国力强盛的国家若
是没有良好的教育体系，它也不可能永久保持自己在世界格局中的领导地位。充分利用教
育过程中学生所取得成就，有助于大幅度提高一个国家潜在的劳动力质量，从而实现国力
强盛的重大和根本目标。因此，教育的成败是构成一个国家软实力不可或缺的一部分。虽
然中美两国的教育体系存在巨大的差异，但是它们却各有成就。本文旨在分析中美两国教
育体系的差异，评价它们各自的优缺点，从而寻找它们各自成功的动因，并为未来的改革
提供借鉴意义。通过对比分析，本文发现两个国家的初级和中级教育均面临巨大的挑战。
如果能够互相借鉴各自的成功，解决这些亟待解决的问题，不仅会提高未来的国民素质，
也会促进两个国家的未来的前进与发展。 
关键词：教育 ；软实力； 美国； 中国； 超级大国； 世界领导 
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Abstract 
Education remains a critical component of national development and success. Without the 
appropriate primary and secondary educational systems in place, no country can propel to 
become, or strive to remain, a world leader. Power is the fundamental goal of any State, and 
optimizing student success enhances a nation‘s future labor force and, ultimately, acts as a 
necessary means of soft power. The United States and China have education systems that 
produce some of the brightest minds in the world, yet their systems are vastly different. This 
paper will attempt to examine how two nations with such different approaches to schooling have 
achieved their success. It will, additionally, evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of each 
system and compare those systems with other nations that are more successfully educating their 
youth. Both the U.S. and China have had great success in reforming and advancing their 
education systems. However, both countries face education challenges that require solutions. 
These solutions are essential not only for the sake of the citizens of these countries but also for 
the continued progress of these nations.  
Keywords:  education, soft power, United States, China, superpower, world leader 
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Reforming Education in the US and China 
Perhaps there is nothing more imperative to the success of a nation than the education of 
its people; developed education leads to innovation, an improved economy, and, possibly most 
importantly, a confidence in government from society. The rise of every great nation has been 
preceded by advancing education. Although education has been mostly examined in the past 
from the perspective of higher education, this lens fails to provide an adequate picture of the 
average citizen. Students now attend higher education at larger percentages than they did 50 
years ago; nevertheless, the only mandatory education that a citizen receives is as a minor. 
Developed nations have made great progress extending and improving the longevity of primary 
and secondary education. In fact, most developed countries offer free public education through 
upper secondary school. However, the success of these education systems must be evaluated 
based on their continued progress and their ability to provide a quality basic education to all of 
the children within their borders. Education is the primary means of equalizing opportunities in a 
world that can be unfair, prejudiced, and harsh. Opportunities begin in a child‘s formative years 
of education, so equality must begin in primary school and remain throughout the course of a 
student‘s education.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Talk of China‘s rise within Asia and around the world has permeated the IR community 
for decades. There is no doubt that China is now a Great Power or that it is an economic 
Superpower. Since its admission to the WTO in 2001, China has labored to become an economic 
powerhouse, and, as of 2016, it has the third largest economy in the world, behind only the U.S. 
and the European Union (IMF, 2016). Furthermore, China currently owns roughly 1.26 trillion 
USD of the US‘s national debt (Yan, 2015), effectively intertwining the the two most powerful 
economies in the world.  
However, the world has reached an age where hard power, even economic might, is no 
longer a legitimate means of becoming a true Superpower. A country must now possess an large 
amount of soft power in order to achieve and maintain its Superpower status, and, in the past, 
China has struggled to promote its agenda through means of soft power. Nonetheless, China‘s 
leaders have done a magnificent job, particularly in the last 10 years, of changing international 
perception about their international goals and their trustworthiness. More people around the 
world have a positive image of China now than they have had in the past 50 years.  
The United States, on the other hand, has seen a decrease in their global status since the 
1980‘s. Although it remains a Superpower, more and more American citizens believe that their 
days as a hegemon are behind them and that their leadership on the world stage is diminishing. 
This dying belief in American exceptionalism is a problem for the US. In order to achieve many 
of its domestic and international goals, a democratic government needs the support of its people, 
and if the people decide they are no longer capable of, or interested in, being the world leader, 
their position at the ―top‖ is unsustainable. In the future, this waning attitude of exceptionalism is 
likely to change the way that America interacts with both its allies and its adversaries.  
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Despite their differences in language and culture, China and the United States have many 
striking similarities, one of them being that they are two of the most populated countries in the 
world. Although the population of China is more than threefold that of the US, both countries 
understand the struggle of protecting and providing for an enormous number of people. The 
complexities of welfare, healthcare and education are easily exacerbated by such large 
populations and large landmasses. The logistics behind governing people who are so spread out 
geographically, especially the capacity to educate people who differ culturally throughout 
various regions, including minorities who often feel marginalized and neglected, is not an 
undertaking that can be fully understood by every nation, but it can be understood by some. It‘s 
necessary to explore the challenges, victories, and failures of strategies put forth by governments 
that face this overwhelming task. 
Research Background and Motivation 
I have long been baffled and inspired by the human spirit of inquiry. No great civilization 
has ever existed that did not ask question one simple question: Why? Certainly two countries that 
can appreciate this concept are the US and China. After all, China has a history of creating some 
of the most important inventions of all time
1
, and the United States is a leader in modern 
innovation and technological advancement. These two countries and their citizens have long 
been asking, ―Why?‖ 
From this spirit of investigation has grown a demand for education, and today more has 
been done to promote education to the masses than ever before. Education is viewed as a 
universal liberty and is no longer regarded as a privilege for the select. The progressive world 
                                                 
1 The Chinese refer to the greatest inventions of their civilization as 四大发明 (sì dà fāmíng), translated 
―Four Great Inventions‖. The inventions include paper making, gunpowder, the compass, and printing.  
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recognizes that people, especially children, deserve to be able to ask questions and that nations 
have an obligation to answer and educate their people. 
However, the means and availability by which this education takes place varies greatly 
from one State to the next. These distinctions in education practices, when evaluated, have the 
potential to shed light on the beneficial and harmful aspects of different systems. These 
evaluations can then lead to helpful solutions that will enhance the educational experiences of the 
children that are subject to these systems.  
Research Question 
The resolve of this paper is to compile concrete proposals for how the United States and 
China can improve their primary and secondary education systems. The fundamental question 
that the author will ask is: 
How can the US and China reform their education systems to better prepare their citizens 
for the global workforce? 
To do that, however, one must first ask a series of questions about why education matters, 
how both countries have been a success and a failure in their education pursuits, and what each 
country stands to gain by modifying their education practices. Only after a thorough analysis of 
these questions has taken place can the final goal of recommending practical, timely 
modifications to each system occur. From the research question, additional points of inquiry 
naturally arise.  
1. Why is education an important and undeniable aspect of soft power? 
2. What are the accomplishments and failures of the United States‘ education 
system? 
3.  What are the accomplishments and failures of the Chinese education system? 
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4. What do the U.S. and China need to do to adapt their education to better prepare 
their students to compete in the international world in which we live? 
5. How could these changes subsequently advance their nation‘s soft power?  
Literature Review 
The majority of the literature reviewed for this paper came from online databases that 
accessed scholarly journals. Oxford and JSTR were the two most utilized databases. Also, 
several books written by IR scholars were used for research and sited throughout this paper, 
especially those written by Joseph Nye. Furthermore, newspaper articles provided inspiration 
and direction as the author continued to explore the complexities of education.  
Methodology 
When I began working on this thesis, I knew that the primary sources of information used 
would come from scholarly articles through online journals. Database at Xiamen University were 
scoured for any articles related to soft power, education in China or the US, development in 
China or the US, and different types of education systems. Newspaper articles from various 
legitimate sources and magazine articles that related to the topic of education, soft power, the US 
or China were also saved for reference. Finally, various lectures and presentations about the topic 
of soft power, primarily from Joseph Nye, and speeches by politicians, mostly US President 
Barack Obama, US President Donald Trump, and Chinese President Xi Jinping, on the 
importance of education were watched and analyzed. After compiling a sufficient amount of 
information on the topic of soft power and education, outlines and preparation for this paper 
began. 
Additionally, in the onset of this paper, the author conducted several interviews with 
educators in Florida, California and Ohio, some of the most diverse states in the US, and 
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Shanghai, arguably one of the most competitive mega-cities in China. The purpose of these 
interviews was to hear first-hand accounts of teaching experiences in the US and China. The 
brevity of the paper stipulated that only a few interviews could be conducted. The interviews did 
not consist of survey questions, but, instead, interviewees were asked a series of questions about 
their own country‘s teachers, schools and curriculum. Additionally, the interviewees were asked 
questions about the other country‘s system; these questions mainly acted as a means of 
establishing a baseline of perception from an outsider. The interviews were merely a means of 
gathering first-hand data and accumulating a basic understanding of the teaching methods and 
school systems that the author would be investigating.  These interviews provided insights which 
guided continued research throughout the writing process of this thesis.  
In short, the interviews conducted for the research of this paper revealed three things to 
the author: (1) Teachers feel that their roles are extending beyond the traditional role of an 
educator; (2) Parents are more likely to be critical of the system their children are a part of and 
forgiving of the alternative system; (3) The average student feels exceeding amounts of pressure 
to perform well on tests, and this pressure exists regardless of their nationality, culture or socio-
economic status.  
Finally, a number of surveys were sent out to Chinese educators of various backgrounds 
and locations (see Appendix 1 and Appendix 2). These surveys, again, were a way of developing 
some insight into a system that is various and complex in nature. Since it was not possible for the 
author to visit so many schools in different regions because of time and budget constraints, 
surveys were the best way to understand and note a handful of different opinions from varying 
regions. These surveys were extremely helpful in providing a useful frame of reference for 
Chinese education and the challenges that Chinese teachers face.  
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